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We recently attended renal con­ferences wherein the term ‘race’ was consistently used to describe interethnic comparisons in a sci­
entific context. The term ‘race’ is particularly 
embarrassing for societies such as the Inter­
national Society of Nephrology, which is dedi­
cated to promoting medicine in the emerging 
world as well as in the developed world. We 
therefore provide several arguments for making 
a systematic change of nomenclature in all of 
our scientific communications.
In scientific meetings and literature, the 
term ‘race’ is still widely used to characterize 
the genetic background of specific cohorts. 
This term has become completely anachronis­
tic with modern genetic insights and should 
therefore be abandoned. When referring, for 
instance, to the genetic background as a deter­
minant of kidney disease and its progression, 
the term ‘ethnicity’ would be more appropriate. 
It would be more in step with recent genetic 
insights and would have the advantage of being 
less laden with the historical ballast of a nega­
tive connotation.
In addition, it makes no sense to categorize 
individuals according to skin color—the den­
sity of the skin melanocortin receptor, likely 
selected to provide protection against skin 
damage induced by ultraviolet light, bears lit­
tle relation to the diversity of the genetic codes 
of respective individuals. Dark skin is seen in 
populations as diverse as African populations 
and Australian Aboriginals, the latter of whom 
have a quite different genetic background.
The use of terms that refer to distinguishing 
traits such as skin color, body shape, and hair 
texture leads the scientific community to mag­
nify differences and ignore similarities between 
groups of people. Also, these traits are no 
more accurate in making distinctions between 
human groups than any other genetically inher­
ited characteristics. We are an extremely homo­
genous species genetically; all humans today 
are 99.9% genetically identical.
Consider some modern insights into the 
genetics of human beings. It is certain that 
all modern humans date their origins to one 
mother living in Africa, as documented by 
X­chromosome analysis.1 Genetic analy­
sis allows us to trace modern human origins 
(somewhat loosely defined) back approximately 
200,000 years, and to the beginnings of diverg­
ing populations 100,000–150,000 years ago. 
Somewhere around 60,000 years ago, migra­
tion out of Africa took place,2 from which all 
non­African modern populations derived. 
Preexisting subspecies, such as Neanderthals 
living outside of Africa, apparently died out 
and contributed little or nothing to the gene 
pool of modern humans outside of Africa. 
Indirect evidence points to the migration of a 
small population (1000–2000 individuals) from 
northeast Africa. At this time, the seabed was 
lower by approximately 70 meters, permitting 
easy crossing of the Red Sea. The migration 
presumably took northeast Africans to India 
and further east, north, and west, giving rise 
to Australian Aboriginals; Asians, including 
American Indians; and Caucasoids.3
It is of interest that African populations are 
genetically more diverse than other populations, 
presumably reflecting the longer history that 
has allowed for more extensive genetic diver­
sity. It is in agreement with the ‘out of Africa’ 
paradigm that a decrease in genetic diversity is 
found with progressive distance from Africa, 
as indicated by the non­recombinant regions 
of mitochondrial DNA short tandem repeats 
on the Y chromosome.4
The concept of ethnicity is related to the 
Greek concept of ethnos, which refers to the 
people of a nation or tribe, and ethnikos, which 
stands for national. Hence, ethnicity refers to 
the ethnic quality or affiliation of a group, 
which is normally characterized in terms of 
culture. Alternatively, the noncommittal term 
‘population groups’ may be adopted.
The International Society of Nephrology is a 
global professional society of nephrologists and 
renal research scientists with a multicultural 
and multiethnic constituency. Its goals include 
the development of nephrology and prevention 
of chronic kidney disease through education, 
training, research, and public awareness in both 
the developing and the developed world.
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In view of the above facts, the executive 
council of our society finds it is appropriate to 
use the term ‘ethnicity’ rather than ‘race’ in our 
scientific communications.
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